Parenting styles and psychological needs influences on adolescent life goals and aspirations in a South African setting by Roman, Nicolette V. et al.
                   Nicolette V. Roman, Eugene L. Davids, Alice Moyo, Lauren Schilder,  
Marlies Lacante & Willy Lens (2015)  
Parenting styles and psychological needs influences on adolescent life goals and aspirations in a 
South African setting, Journal of Psychology in Africa, 25:4, 305-312, 
DOI: 10.1080/14330237.2015.1078087  
 
University of the Western Cape Research Repository                                                                  nicoletteroman@gmail.com 
 
Parenting styles and psychological needs influences on adolescent 
life goals and aspirations in a South African setting 
 
Nicolette V. Romanᵃ, Eugene L. Davidsᵃ, Alice Moyoᵃ, Lauren Schilderᵃ, Marlies Lacanteᵇ and Willy Lensᵇ 
ᵃChild and Family Studies, Department of Social Work, University of the Western Cape, Bellville, South Africa 
ᵇDepartment of Psychology, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium 
 
The present study examined the role of parenting styles and basic psychological needs in the 
adoption of goals and aspirations of learners, as well as for their psychological wellbeing 
(positive versus negative affect) in a South African sample of learners. A cross-sectional 
design was used to conduct this study with a sample of 853 learners at public schools in the 
Western Cape of South Africa (females = 57%, mean age 16.96 years, SD = 1.12). Data were 
collected using the Parenting Style and Dimensions Questionnaire (PSDQ), Psychological 
Needs Scale, Aspiration Index and the Positive And Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). The 
results suggest that authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles influence the adoption of 
life goals and psychological wellbeing of adolescents with fathers’ negative parenting possibly 
reducing adolescent wellbeing. Extrinsic life goals was a significant predictor of positive 
affect, while need frustration was a significant predictor of negative affect. These findings 
suggest parenting styles and basic psychological needs influence life aspirations and 
psychological wellbeing of learners in a developing country context. 
 




Parenting is the mechanism through which a child learns appropriate and inappropriate 
behaviour, experience right and wrong choices in decision-making, acquire skills; 
understand roles and norms of a community (Carr & Springer, 2010; Ford et al., 2009; Pérez 
& Cumsille, 2012). It plays a major part in child socialisation, providing an early 
understanding of the self (Baumrind, 1966; 1967; 1971; 1978; Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg, & 
Dornbusch, 1991; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Rudy & Grusec, 2006; Milevsky, Schlechter, 
Netter, & Keehn, 2007; Soenens et al., 2007; Latouf & Dunn, 2010). For example, quality of 
parenting is associated with general adjustment (Lamborn & Groh, 2009) and psychological 
wellbeing, including a healthy self-esteem and satisfaction with life (Roman, Mwaba, & Lens, 
2008). By contrast, suboptimal parenting is associated with externalising behaviour, such as 
anti-social behaviour, social initiative and decision-making (Soenens, 2006; O’ Conner & 
Scott, 2007). The adoption of intrinsic goals and aspirations could have positive implications 
for the future wellbeing and functioning of individuals (Deci & Ryan 2008; Niemiec, Ryan, & 




intrinsic goals and aspirations. Family and specifically parents, play a crucial role in 
providing environments which could either enhance or hinder the satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs and subsequent wellbeing and personal growth of their children into 
well-adjusted adults (Grolnick, 2003; Soenens, 2006). Adolescence is a critical 
developmental stage for young people (Bray, Gooskens, Khan, Moses, & Seekings, 2010). 
The pursuit of certain goals has both positive and negative implications for adolescents. 
Much of the literature pertaining to basic psychological needs and their influence on the 
identification of goals and aspirations has been carried out in developed countries (Deci & 
Ryan 2008; Grouzet et al., 2005; Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009) but the generalisability of 
this effect should be tested in other cultures (Ingrid et al., 2009). Ingrid et al. (2009) state 
that people’s life aspirations reflect the culture and economic conditions in which they find 
themselves and that extrinsic aspirations are not necessarily detrimental, but may well 
contribute to the psychological wellbeing of individuals, especially in less affluent developing 
countries. Currently there is a dearth of South African research concerning basic 
psychological needs and their influence on goal and aspiration adoption in adolescents. 
Furthermore, no known study has collectively combined the variables of the current study 
within a single study. The current study contributes to new knowledge in South Africa, and 
may add to the international knowledge base regarding the influence of basic psychological 
needs in the adoption of goals and aspirations and adolescent psychological wellbeing. This 
area of research is important as it provides the impetus for understanding the content and 
adoption of the goals of adolescents, what the possible risk factors could be as well as their 
subsequent psychological wellbeing. 
 
Parenting styles 
Parenting styles refer to the approach parents have in guiding and directing their children. 
These approaches include authoritarian, authoritative and permissive parenting styles 
(Baumrind, 1991; 2005). The authoritarian parenting style is characterised by physical 
coercion, verbal hostility and non-reasoning/punitive dimensions. Authoritative parenting 
style has connection, regulation, and autonomy-granting dimensions. The dimension of 
indulgence is found in the permissive parenting style. Mothers and fathers have unique 
influences on their children. For example the impact of fathers’ behaviours is dependent on 
how the child or adolescent understands ‘what fathers are’ instead of comparing with 
maternal parenting approaches (Overbeek et al., 2007). Previous international research 
suggests that paternal parenting is vital and has been linked to different outcomes for 
children (Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008) in comparison to mothers. 
Specifically, a systematic review of longitudinal studies found that father involvement aided 
cognitive development of children and reduced behavioural problems in boys and 
psychological problems in young women. In addition, families in low socio-economic 
households were especially advantaged by father involvement as there was a reduction in 
child delinquency and economic disadvantage to the family (Sarkadi, Kristiansson, 
Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008). Parenting styles and to a limited extent parental practices 
have been shown to influence performance in school, self-esteem and self-worth, sympathy, 
social competence and behavioural problems as associated with family adversity and 




2009; Endicott & Liossis, 2005; Laible & Carlo, 2004; Vieno et al., 2009). Limited research 
has been done linking parenting to the adoption of life goals and aspirations (Laible & Carlo, 
2004; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). Research by Bray et al. (2010) showed that among South 
African children, sharing a home with their parents did not guarantee them quality of care 
and relationships. According to Bray et al. (2010), young people would respond to the 
shortfall in their care in order to protect their wellbeing through silence, reaction against 
strategic communication or residential moves. Thus, it can be assumed that adolescent goals 
and aspirations, as well as their psychological wellbeing could be shaped by their experience 
of parenting. 
 
Psychological needs and psychological wellbeing  
The natural trajectory towards self-enhancement and self-motivation is based upon the 
satisfaction of three basic psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 2003; Vansteenkiste et 
al., 2005; 2006). These are the need for relatedness, autonomy and competence, and they 
are said to be innate and universal, directing human motivation and development. The 
satisfaction of these needs result in a state of wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci & Ryan, 
2000) or more specifically psychological wellbeing. Psychological wellbeing refers to the 
internal experiences of individuals and their own perception of their lives (Diener & Suh, 
1997). It is often indicated by (but not limited to) a state of happiness, being satisfied with 
life and having a positive sense of self while simultaneously acknowledging that there are 
realities of pain and disappointment which do not impact on long-term wellbeing (Huppert, 
2009). According to Huppert (2009) there are particular indicators, which alert one to 
effective psychological wellbeing. These include the development of the individual’s 
potential, control over one’s life, having goals and aspirations and experiencing positive 
relationships. This could be very closely related to the satisfaction of psychological needs. 
 
In meeting psychological needs, a distinction is made between intrinsic goals (e.g., affiliation, 
personal growth, self-acceptance, physical health and prosocial behaviour or community 
contribution) and extrinsic goals (e.g., wealth, fame and image or physical appearance, social 
praise and rewards) (Kasser & Ryan, 1993; 1996; Strassberg, Gilbert, & Russel, 2010). Thus 
aspirations toward intrinsic goals are satisfying for the self (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; 2000b), 
while extrinsic goals focus outward, centering on external manifestations (Williams, Cox, 
Hedberg, & Deci, 2000). 
 
There is evidence to suggest that having strong aspirations for extrinsic rather than intrinsic 
outcomes is negatively associated with mental health indicators; whereas placing more 
importance on intrinsic than on extrinsic aspirations has been found to be positively 
associated with mental health indicators such as self-esteem and self-worth, pro-social 
behaviour, performance in school, sympathy, social competence and behaviour (Kasser & 
Ryan, 1993; 1996; Laible & Carlo, 2004; Vieno, Nation, Pastore, & Santinello, 2009). Studies 
have reported self-reported attainment of intrinsic rather than extrinsic aspirations to be 
positively associated with wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Grouzet, et al., 2005). For instance, 
adolescents who aspire towards wealth and financial success were at risk for several 




Sheldon, and Kasser (2008) found that when people were under psychological ‘threat’, such 
as unemployment they were more likely to pursue extrinsic goals and aspirations rather than 
intrinsic goals. In a country such as South Africa, where the majority of people live in low 
socio-economic environments, young people would want to aspire to something better, with 
the focus often being on wealth, which in developed countries has been suggested to result in 
ill-being rather than psychological wellbeing. However, this may not be the case for a 
developing country (Ingrid et al., 2009) such as South Africa. 
 
The South African situation 
Transition into adulthood in South Africa provides opportunities to focus decision-making 
regarding career path and thus enter either higher education or (un) employment (Maree, 
2010; 2013). Often these decisions are based on previous goals to aspire to a better life, to be 
a better person, help others, to have wealth or to be famous (Ingrid et al., 2009; Sheldon & 
Kasser, 2008). The National Curriculum Statement for Grades 10–12 (Department of 
Education, 2003) stipulates that goal-setting, decision making and career counselling are 
part of the school curriculum and are therefore taught at schools. What motivates South 
African learners is in need of study. The learners may be variously motivated by society (such 
as poverty in the family) and media (role models such as successful singers) to aspire to 
being wealthy and famous (Sheldon & Kasser, 2008). Parents could also covertly or overtly 
encourage their children to pursue a particular life path (goals and aspirations) by the 
parenting approaches they use (Jodl et al., 2001; Malmberg, Ehrman, & Lithen, 
2005). For instance, a South African qualitative study (Robbins, Wallis, & Dunston, 2003), 
suggested that students perceived family and community orientation as offering salient 
support in aspiring towards career decision making. Furthermore, in South Africa, previous 
studies indicate that adolescents who live in low to middle income households do not have a 
good relationship with their fathers (De Jager, 2011), which might affect the pursuit of their 
goals and aspirations and subsequently their interest in school and internal academic self-
regulation. According to Maree (2010) the social environment or context is important for 
how individuals make sense of their interactions and relationships within these contexts so 
that they can construct a purpose (goals) for themselves and subsequently design a life which 
is “experienced as satisfactory and that can be redesined as needs, interest and life 
experiences change” Maree (2010, p. 365). By implication then, the potential adoption and 
implementation of the life goals and aspirations of adolescents could potentially be affected 
by both external factors (parents) and internal factors (basic psychological needs) and 
therefore have ramifications for the broader South African society. 
 
The goal of this study was therefore to examine the role of parenting styles and basic 
psychological needs in the adoption of goals and aspirations of learners and for their 
psychological wellbeing (positive versus negative affect). The study sought to answer the 
following questions: (1) what is the influence of parenting styles and basic psychological 
needs on the adoption of life goals and aspirations and psychological wellbeing of South 
African learners. Findings could extend theory and practice effects of parenting on goals and 
aspirations of learners (Williams, Cox, Hedberg, & Deci, 2000; Lekes, Gingras, Philippe, 






Participants and setting 
The study sample consisted of learners 
in Grade 11 at public schools from eight 
school districts in the Western Cape of 
South Africa. The final sample included 
853 participants 
(mean age = 16.96, SD = 1.12); females 
= 57.0%; Coloured 45.7%; (see Table 1 
for participant demographics). The 
majority of the learners (n = 517; 
60.6%) spoke English as their home 
language, 197 (23.1%) spoke IsiXhosa 
and 119 (14%) had Afrikaans as their 
home language. Only 20 (2.3%) spoke 
another language. The majority of the 
learners (n = 490; 57.4%) lived with 
both their parents, 249 (29.2%) lived 
with their mothers, 43 (5%) with their 




The data were collected by means of self-report questionnaires. The Parenting Style and 
Dimensions Questionnaire (PSDQ: Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 2001), Psychological 
Needs Scale (PNS: Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012), Aspiration Index (AI: Kasser & Ryan, 1996) and 
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS: Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) were 
administered. Participants also provided data on their demographic characteristics (gender, 
ethnicity, age, etc.) 
 
The PDSQ is a 32-item questionnaire assessing the perception of mothers and fathers about 
their style of parenting: authoritarian, authoritative and indulgence/permissive. Each 
dimension has between 4 and 5 items. Participants respond on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = not 
at all like her/him; 4 = a lot like her/him). The Cronbach alpha coefficients observed in the 
present study were as follows: 0.92 for authoritative parenting style, 0.88 for authoritarian 
parenting style and 0.62 for permissive parenting style for mothers; 0.96 for authoritative 
parenting style, 0.94 for authoritarian parenting style and 0.78 for permissive parenting style 
for fathers. 
 
The PNS is an 18-item measure of the three needs for competence, autonomy and 
relatedness. For each of the three needs, three items assess the degree of satisfaction and 




Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all true to 4= very true. The Cronbach alpha coefficients 
observed in the present study were 0.73 for need satisfaction and 0.74 for need frustration. 
 
The AI is a measure of people’s aspirations in seven categories: the extrinsic aspirations of 
wealth, fame, and image, and the intrinsic aspirations of meaningful relationships, personal 
growth, and community contributions; and the aspiration of good health which could not be 
defined clearly as either extrinsic or intrinsic. Participants rate the importance to themselves 
of each aspiration by responding on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = somewhat 
important to 4 = very important. The Cronbach alpha coefficients for the study sample were 
0.90 for extrinsic life goals and 0.81 for intrinsic life goals. 
 
The PANAS is a measure of psychological wellbeing, more specifically positive and negative 
affect. It comprises of 10 positive and 10 negative affects. Participants indicate on a 5-point 
Likert scale to what extent they experienced those 10 feelings over the past few weeks (1 = 
very slightly or not at all; 5 = extremely). Mean scores are calculated for the 10 positive and 
10 negative affect items. The Cronbach alpha coefficients for the current study were 0.81 for 
positive affect and 0.78 for negative affect. 
 
Procedure 
Permission to conduct the study was provided by the Western Cape Education Department 
and the principals and teachers of the participant schools. Learners individually assented to 
the study. The purpose of the study was explained to the learners and a date, time and venue 
was arranged with the teacher for those learners who were interested and consented to 
participate in the study. The questionnaires were self-administered and completion of the 
questionnaire took approximately 30–45 minutes. 
 
Data analysis 
The data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22. 
Two separate hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. One hierarchical regression 
analysis was to predict positive affect and the other one was for negative affect. A Bonferonni 
method was applied using a threshold of significance at p < 0.005. 
 
Results 
In Table 2 the majority of the participants indicated that their basic psychological needs were 
satisfied (M = 2.82, SD = 0.50), they aspired to extrinsic life goals (M = 3.34, SD = 0.36) and 
experienced positive affect or psychological wellbeing (M = 3.51, SD = 0.76). For both fathers 
and mothers, parenting scores were highest for the authoritative parenting style and lowest 
for the authoritarian parenting style. For all three types of parenting styles, mothers scored 
significantly higher than fathers: authoritative (t (761) = 10.74, p < 0.001, d = 0.42); 
authoritarian (t (762) = 5.70, p < 0.001, d = 0.20; permissive (t (763) = 6.44, p < 0.001, d = 
0.25). However, Cohen’s d showed that all three effects were rather small. 
 
Maternal authoritarian parenting was significantly positively associated with the importance 




negative affect (r = 0.23, p < 
0.01). A significantly negative 
association was found with 
positive affect (r = −0.14, p < 
0.01). Paternal authoritarian 
parenting was significantly 
positively associated with the 
importance placed on 
extrinsic life goals (r = 0.10, 
p < 0.01), need frustration (r 
= 0.16, p < 0.01) and negative 
affect (r = 0.18, p < 0.01). No 
significant relationship was 
found with positive affect (see 
Table 3). 
 
Predicting positive affect from negative affect 
Table 4 shows the results of the hierarchical regression analyses to predict positive affect 
from negative affect. In Step 1 positive and negative affect, as indicators of psychological 
well- and ill-being, were regressed on parenting styles. In Step 2 intrinsic and extrinsic goal 
importance were added as two additional predictors, and in Step 3 positive and negative 
affect were regressed on parenting styles, life goal importance and finally on need  
satisfaction and need frustration. 
 
Positive affect 
In step 1, both maternal (β = 0.23, p = 0.000) and paternal authoritative (β = 0.12, p = 
0.015) parenting styles significantly and positively predicted positive affect. Only maternal 
authoritarian parenting styles significantly negatively predicted positive affect (β = −0.11, p = 
0.012). These predictions remained for step 2 when intrinsic and extrinsic life goal 
importance were added to the model. Intrinsic life goal importance significantly and 
positively predicted positive affect (β = 0.15, p = 0.000). In step 3, when adding need 
frustration and satisfaction; neither paternal authoritative parenting nor intrinsic life goal 
importance were significant predictors of positive affect. However, extrinsic life goal 
importance (β = −0.07, p = 0.047) became a significant, negative predictor of positive affect. 
The final model explained 26% of the variance for positive affect. 
 
Negative affect 
In step 1, significant positive predictors of negative affect were both maternal (β = 0.13, p = 
0.003) and paternal authoritarian (β = 0.13, p = 0.003) and maternal permissive parenting 
styles (β = 0.09, p = 0.043). Significant negative predictors of negative affect were maternal 
(β = −0.14, p = 0.000) and paternal authoritative parenting styles (β = -0.17, p = 0.001). 
These predictions remained significant for step 2 when intrinsic and extrinsic life goal 
importance were added to the model. Intrinsic life goal importance significantly positively 




satisfaction, neither maternal authoritarian, permissive parenting styles nor intrinsic life 
goal importance were significant predictors of negative affect. 
However, need frustration (β = 0.42, p = 0.000) became a significant positive predictor of 
negative affect. The final model explained 26% of the variance for negative affect. 
 
Discussion 
The aim of this study was to examine the role of parenting styles and basic psychological 
needs in the adoption of goals and aspirations as well as the psychological wellbeing (positive 
versus negative affect) of adolescent learners. The learners were in the transitional stage of 
adolescence and developmentally found themselves within a period of change characterised 
by tremendous pressure and upheaval – mentally, physically and emotionally (Thom et al., 
1998; La Guardia & Ryan, 2002; Bray et al., 2010). 
 
An authoritative parenting style was the most prevalent perceived parenting style, with 
mothers being perceived more positively than fathers. This finding is consistent with 
previous local research, which also found high prevalence levels of maternal authoritative 
parenting styles (Latouf & Dunn, 2010; Makwakwa, 2011). An authoritative parental style is 
characterised by warmth, support and nurturing (Baumrind, 2005). Research has shown that 
authoritative parenting type is associated with fostering personal and social responsibility 
and enhancing self-development (Aldhafri, 2014; Baumrind; 2005; Nyarko, 2011). 
Supporting literature indicates that mothers, who use an authoritative parenting style, are 
more involved and are more aware of the everyday activities of the child (Hiramura, Shikai, 
Chen, Matsuoka, & Kitamura, 2010). 
 
In relation to goals and aspirations, the learners placed more importance on intrinsic than 
extrinsic goals. This was an unexpected finding as research suggests that adolescents are 
more inclined to focus on extrinsic goals given the socio-economic environment (Ingrid, 
2009) and popular media. The learners may be attracted to more intrinsic goal pursuits 
because South African young people consider giving back to others and may aspire to 
collectivist, rather than individualist thinking. A possible explanation for the latter could be 
the ethos by which many South Africans and their communities live, that of Ubuntu, “I am 
because of you”, and so having an attitude of benevolence is only natural. In addition there 
may also be an influence of peers or other interpersonal relationships on having a sense of 
community orientation, which could allow for the adolescent to develop a sense of 
psychological wellbeing from active citizenship. 
 
Authoritative parenting predicted intrinsic life goals and aspirations, whereas authoritarian 
and permissive parenting predicted extrinsic life goals. These results were expected and in 
line with previous socialisation research (McKinney et al., 2014; Milevsky et al., 2007; Rudy 
& Grusec, 2006; Soenens et al., 2007), which found that more positive parenting was linked 
to positive adolescent outcomes. Furthermore, the findings from the current study provide 
similar results to more local African research, which highlighted the important role of 
parents in the wellbeing and adjustment of adolescents (Ntinda, Mpofu, Bender, & Moagi, 







context, which can either facilitate or impede children’s intrinsic motivation and 
internalisation (Williams et al., 2004). Parental styles could be important in promoting 
certain goals and aspirations. Furthermore parents differ in the approaches they use with 
their children (Gamble, Ramakumar, & Diaz, 2007). In the current study, father 
authoritarian parenting style predicted negative affect (psychological wellbeing) whereas 




African research highlights the unique contributions of fathers to the parent-child 
relationship (Nduna, 2015; Sylvester & Bojuwoye, 2011). For example Sylvester and 
Bojuwoye (2011) found that adolescents considered the roles of fathers to be protectors, 
guiders and authority figures. Similarly, in Nduna’s (2015) study, the importance of having a 
father’s surname was identified as having implications for developing an identity. Often 
fathers are not primary supportive figures for children in comparison to mothers (Overbeek 
et al., 2007) because they may have additional support, which mothers do not necessarily 
have. This study clearly highlights the important role that fathers’ parenting style plays in 
psychological wellbeing, specifically negative affect among adolescent learners. 
 
Implications for theory and practice 
Environments, which provide autonomy support, lead to qualitatively superior life 
orientation goals and aspirations. This effect might be from high levels of self-determination 
being conducive to more adaptive cognitive, affective and behavioural life outcomes (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2008b; Joussemet et al., 2008). Positive parenting and intrinsic 
goals and aspirations have been found to be associated with positive self-worth and self-
discovery (Kasser & Ryan, 1993; 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2000a; 2000b). The results of the 
current study extend on those of previous studies highlighting the important role which 
parenting plays in the psychological wellbeing of adolescents as well as their future goals and 
aspirations. In addition, the study highlights the unique contributions of fathers to the 
parent-child relationship. However, very importantly, although this research extends the 
knowledge on this topic in developed countries, for a developing country such as South 
Africa, this information is unique. 
 
Conclusion and limitations of the study 
The findings of this study lead to the conclusion that positive parenting and basic 
psychological needs influence life goals and aspirations of adolescents. A limitation of the 
current study is the cross-sectional research design and the focus only on adolescents in the 
Western Cape Province of South Africa. This type of research design only allows for one 
segment of the given population to be examined at one point in time, which potentially 
suggests that the findings of the current study may not generalise to the population of South 
African youth at large. This study used self-report measures, which are subject to social 
desirability influences. The views of parents were not solicited and data from parents and 
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